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ABSTRACT
This thesis is an exploration of the reciprocal relationship between my identity and my
work as an artist. As someone who identifies as queer and from a young age felt unloved and
unwelcome, my work provides space for validation and empowerment. I utilize elements of
fantasy and symbolism to explore the ever-expanding possibilities of allegory and queer
figuration. Through my usage of portraiture and personal symbolism as well as my
reinterpretations of Christian religious motifs, Greek mythology, and Mannerist art, I transform
existing narratives to depict a multitude of characters that my work allows me to embody. In
opening myself up, I express and question my understanding of “love” as it applies to a sense of
communion through art and the idea of utopia while also making the necessary room for
empathy and queer visibility. To this end, I reference my life experiences, thoughts, feelings, and
artistic process in order to invite an intimate understanding of myself and my work.
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INTRODUCTION
‘Utopia’s Seating Chart.’ José Esteban Muñoz describes, “...rather than being static and
fixed, the past does things. It is in this very way that the past is performative.” 1 In some form or
another, we are all the products of the past. Our identities are informed by both our inherited
histories and our lived experiences.
In the broadest stroke, my artistic interests lie in exploring the relationship between the
past and identity through my work. To accomplish this, I ask myself certain questions relative to
the power of my experiences and how I can use them within my work to connect with other
people. To this end, I utilize multiple media to create a cast of characters that are born from my
meditations on my experiences. My hope is that they can intercede on my behalf and generate
shared empathy with their viewers.
As a queer person who spent many formative years in the Florida foster care system amid
boys’ homes rife with toxic masculinity2 and conservative Christian moral values, I struggled to
feel my existence as something welcomed and valid. Growing up I was constantly made aware of
how different I was from the other boys. Unlike them I never fully fit behind the mask of
masculinity that they used so readily to protect themselves. Even as a child I innately identified
with both masculinity and femininity. It just felt natural to me to see the beauty and strength in
both. However, in the social settings of my foster homes any femme mannerism of mine would
quickly be called out, shamed, and insulted. I was made to feel as if I, at my core, was wrong.

José Esteban Muñoz, “Utopia’s Seating Chart: Ray Johnson, Jill Johnston, and Queer Intermedia as System”
Cruising Utopia: The then and there of Queer Futurity (New York University Press, 2019) 28.
2
Toxic Masculinity is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “A set of attitudes and
ways of behaving stereotypically associated with or expected of men, regarded as having a negative impact on men
and on society as a whole.”, Lexico.com.
1

1

Although I tried desperately to deny any questioning of my gender or sexuality, my nature
always gave me away.

2

CHAPTER 1: EARLY WORK
I want to begin by introducing two paintings I made while completing my B.F.A.
Looking back on them I find elements and inspirations that I continuously return to in my
practice. One of these elements is the examination of the past, how it reflects in the present, and
how I use it to generate meaning. Another element is my use of symbolic and emotional color.
Drawing and line were my first loves as a creative and drawing is still the framework for much
of my practice, but color is the driving force and most captivating element of all my work. If
drawing is the body of my art, then color is its soul.3
The first piece is called Mutter (Figure 1). It is my conceptualization of a mother figure
from the standpoint of someone who felt their childhood lacked a mother as a caregiver, or as
one that sacrifices in order to make her children a priority. The nature of the foster care system to
constantly move children from different homes exposed me to several denominations of
religious, Christian-centered families. This piece was created from my reflection on the theme of
hope and the action of prayer4 from these emotional and spiritual perspectives.
This piece marked the beginning of my journey into understanding the impact the
Christian religion has had on my life. I wanted to convey this “mother” as a distant, unattainable,
iconic figure inspired by depictions of The Virgin Mary. Traditionally, The Virgin Mary is
depicted wearing a mantle, often portrayed with hands pressed together in a gesture of prayer and

Soul is defined by Lexico Dictionaries powered by Oxford Languages as “emotional or intellectual energy or
intensity, especially as revealed in a work of art or an artistic performance.”, Lexico.com.
4
Prayer is defined by Lexico Dictionaries powered by Oxford Languages as “a solemn request for help or
expression of thanks addressed to God or an object of worship.”, Lexico.com.
3
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is occasionally adorned with twelve stars that signify her role as the ultimate mother figure and
Queen of Heaven.5
In my piece, she is ghostly and shrouded by her mantle, but a human form is still
discernible. She is surrounded by twelve eggs, with one being held in her hands. I intended for
the eggs to symbolize the infinite possibilities contained within an unknown unknown. Though
her shroud is bright and pastel colored to symbolize new life, at the bottom of the canvas,
underneath her shroud, sickly green legs begin to peek out. Hinting that she may no longer be
alive and therefore could not warm her eggs or care for them if they were to develop and hatch. I
painted this figure to express the disconnection I felt with the meaning invoked by the imagery of
The Virgin Mary I grew up with and my experience of feeling motherless.

Fr. Neil Dhabliwala, “A Crown of Twelve Stars?”, St. Catherine of Siena Roman Catholic Church,
Stcatherinercc.org.
5
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Figure 1: Mutter, Acrylic paint on canvas. 36” x 48”, 2016
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The other painting from this time period is called Children of Saturn (Figure 2). The title
is taken from the Greek myth of Cronos, or Saturn in the Roman tradition. A primordial being
who ate his children in order to selfishly preserve his own life and his dominion over them.6 I
interpreted the story as an allegory7 for patriarchal8 systems of power and the threat they pose to
vulnerable lives, especially if those lives resist conforming to the systems of dictated authority.
In my piece, against a dark red and maroon void-like background, two nude figures
embrace. Comforting and protecting each other while abstract forms loom over and around them.
This piece marked the seminal moment of using myself and my partner, Steven, as the models
for my characters’ likenesses and/or the basis for their psychologies. As adults, we both found
ourselves dissatisfied with our parentage and experience of “family” as children. We both have
since cut contact with most of the people from our pasts who were supposed to love us, but never
could in a way that made us feel supported or uplifted. With this piece I wanted to symbolically
depict the impending danger faced by such vulnerable, queer lives and how they can help
comfort each other in the face of loneliness and despair.
Looking back at this older work, I knew I wanted to explore my time seeking an M.F.A
as a way of continuing to express my identity. I chose to do this by exploring it as a product of
that which was innate and unchangeable, my queerness, my past, my experiences, and the

Simon Hurtrelle, “Saturn Devouring One of His Children”, Getty Museum Collection, Getty.edu.
Allegory is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “a story, poem, or picture that can
be interpreted to reveal a hidden meaning.”, Lexico.com.
8
Patriarchal is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “Relating to or denoting a system
of society or government controlled by men.”, Lexico.com.
6
7
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challenges sociocultural9 elements like religion and heteronormative10 expectations presented to
me.

Figure 2: Children of Saturn, Acrylic paint on canvas. 24” x 48”, 2016

Sociocultural is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “combining social and cultural
factors”, Lexico.com.
10
Heteronormative is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “denoting or relating to a
world view that promotes heterosexuality as the normal or preferred sexual orientation”, Lexico.com.
9
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CHAPTER 2: PRECIOUS MEMORIES AND DAMAGED GOODS
To begin my journey of self-exploration I focused on revisiting my past and considering
how it affected me and my relationship to myself. While trying to picture the memories in my
mind I quickly realized there was an obscurity to them I found difficult to resolve. It was like I
couldn’t accurately recall events or even differentiate between what was memory, imagined, or a
dream. I didn’t realize until this point in my life how much I had forgotten or how elusive certain
time periods in my life had become. While certain elements stuck out like exclamation marks in
my mind, I couldn’t clearly picture the entirety of these memories. Like a dark, blurry photo of
myself where only color and facial expressions were discernible, the most solidified memories I
could recall were often the ones tied to intense, often negative emotions. The rumination on
painful memories and the inability to change or even fully remember them caused me frustration.
I wanted to uncover, understand, and heal my trauma, but began to feel the weight of that
impossibility. While thinking about how to move forward, I wrote a poem reflecting on myself at
this moment:
“Never Enough”
By Author

Cursed,
As You Are,
to
Eternally
Digest
8

Your Youth
&
The Sweet Vomit
Upon Which,
You Will,
Again,
Regurgitate
and Choke

One of the “exclamation mark” memories I recalled most clearly was around the time I
was eighteen and close to being released from foster care. Those of us in the system called this
period of time “aging out”. On my own, I was tasked to find somewhere else to live before my
eighteenth birthday or else I would find myself homeless. Considering my options, I decided to
ask a friend I felt I could trust about the possibility of staying with them and their family until I
found an apartment for college. I gathered my pride and worked up every ounce of nerve to dial
their phone number and plead my case. After making my request, in response, they let out an
uncomfortable laugh and said to me, “Wow, you really are damaged goods.” I remember
returning the awkward laugh and giving a defeated, drawn out, “Yeaaahh” followed by more
awkward laughing. The conversation petered out into polite small talk ending with a promise to,
“see how things go”, but we never spoke about it again.
After hanging up the phone, I remember I felt angry that my struggle and vulnerable
position had been reduced to an attempted tension-relieving joke. Then I felt deflated and
9

flattened by their inability to empathize with me. This “flattening” of my struggle reminded me
of the position I was in, and the place that currently over 400,000 children and young adults
occupy as foster youth. To quote an online article from Foster Focus Magazine:
Approximately 400,000 youth are currently in foster care in the United States.
Approximately 20,000 of those youth age-out each year without positive familial support
or any family connection at all. Within 18 months of emancipation 40-50% of foster
youth become homeless. Nationally, 50% of the homeless population spent time in foster
care.11
These statistics highlight the societal ease of our dismissal. How easy it is for those who
“have” to undervalue the needs of those who “have not” and “flatten” us into societal
nonexistence because caring and empathy are not inherent virtues. Instead, as I grew older, I
learned that they need to be generated through familiarity and commonality with sufferers.
Fortunately, I did eventually find a home, moving in with my high school boyfriend and
his family. Without his support and willingness to leverage his relationship with his parents to
my benefit, I don’t know what I would have done to keep myself safe. Since then, intimacy,
romantic entanglement, and protection born from loyalty have been my boons, and I connect
them strongly to my conceptualization of love, care, and family.
My personal story and objects I found connected with the term “damaged goods” became
the basis for this first series of work, appropriately titled Damaged Goods. This series marked
the expansion of my thinking and practice to thrifted objects. Adopting broken, discarded items
that I felt empathy for in order to rescue them from their obscured position in society.
The first step of this process involved going out to local second-hand stores and thrift
shops to look for the items that I would imbue with new life to embody my narrative. I knew I

11

Shalita O’neale. “Foster Care and Homelessness”, Foster Focus Magazine, Fosterfocusmag.com.
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needed to pick the objects that spoke to the complexity of my relationship with my past and how
it informed my present self. When recalling the sensation of feeling “flattened” by someone’s
perception of me, I considered my perspective as a disempowered queer person contemplating
the fragility of childhood, the power and protection of status, and the rigidness of
heteronormative stereotypes. This questioning led me to adopt items that had a sentimental12
quality, in order to summon forgotten memories. As well as objects that I found emblematic of
masculinity and femininity to allow me to play with the restrictiveness I felt were inherent to
those concepts.
Through the processes of repainting, gilding13, applying silken fabric, ribbons, and
flowers I exercised my power as an artist to uplift them to the status of art objects (Figure 3).
Reasserting to viewers their beauty and preciousness in order to safeguard their fragility. In this
way, the objects and paintings that eventually resulted are metaphorical self-portraits that
personify my childhood longing for tender love and the need for empowerment by visually
demanding attention.

Sentimentality is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “Excessive tenderness,
sadness, or nostalgia.”, Lexico.com.
13
Gilding is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “the process of applying gold leaf or
gold paint”, Lexico.com.
12
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Figure 3:Thrifted Matador figurine, before (left) and after (right), 2019

Using my collection of objects and my partner as subjects, I devoted14 myself to the daily
practice of making small oil paintings on paper. The focus of these paintings was to cast the
subjects as characters playing emotive roles in order to further explore them as metaphorical selfportraits. Most of the characters I rendered through paint are solitary, looking out of the confines
of the image to establish a rapport with their viewer. I focused on heightened and limited color,
fluid movement, emotive mark making, and shallow limited depictions of the space. These
techniques I employed service the psychological perspectives of these figures and myself as their
progenitor.
Devoted is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “Very loving and loyal.”,
Lexico.com.
14
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Purposefully restricting the viewers’ ability to determine a clear sense of time and place
in these images echoes the uncertainty and vulnerability I felt when searching for a new home, as
well as the shifting of memories when recalled (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Blue Dandy 1, Oil on paper. 5” x 7”, 2019

13

In the paintings that used my partner as their subject (Figure 5) (Figure 6), I focused the
color palette down to deep reds, blues, pastel pinks and purples in order to further bring out the
seductive character I wanted to portray. Aspects of the body became elongated or distorted as he
took on this long haired, androgynous vamp15 role.

Figure 5: Vamp 1, Oil paint on paper. 8” x 8.5”, 2019

Vamp is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “a seductive woman who uses her
sexual attractiveness to exploit men.”, Lexico.com.
15

14

At once, making an appeal to viewers through sensuality, but maintaining the
vulnerability of a character seeking connection and security out of necessity. I painted his body
as partially covered and rendered his face and hands loosely, indicating that his state of control
within his environment is questionable.

Figure 6: Vamp 2, Oil paint on paper. 7.5” x 10”, 2019

15

I challenged myself to work much faster on these small paintings. The more paintings I
made, the more characters and roles I found I could explore. The results clearly showed the
recurrences of certain colors, motifs and characters.

Figure 7: Select works from Damaged Goods series, Oil paint on paper. 2019

Flowers became a central motif in my practice. In these three pieces (Figure 7) I depicted
flowers in high bloom, showing their exuberance while surrounded by a fluidic, indefinite space.
The dark blues acting as encroaching darkness to contrast the warm, lively coloration of the red
and pink flowers. I wanted the blossoms to stand out, take center stage and in so doing, they took
on dual roles in my work. First acting as characters, they became personifications of the need to
bloom amid adversity and, second, taking on the symbolic significances of hope and the validity
of the human element they served to stand in for.
In the next pieces I decided to flip the color relationships presented in the flower and
garden paintings. Now the backgrounds are warm and vibrant, while the characters are coolly
colored and doll-like to communicate the lack of humanity that I felt was relative to someone
16

forgotten or thrown away. I also wanted the characters in these next pieces to directly play with
the associated symbology of masculine and feminine, something I desired to embody in my
youth but was never allowed to enact, while still maintaining a yearning for empathy and control
in their position.
The dandy16 figure is a frequent protagonist of this series. In Blue Dandy Primping
(Figure 8) I depicted him dressed in rich blues, reminiscent of the blues often painted on
Victorian porcelains; a reference which accentuates the excessive refinement of the character.
Positioned in a state of fixing the flower in his lapel, his high mannered culture and
flamboyance17 are easily perceived. I intently focused on the rendering of his face and expression
to emphasize his need for love and care that I projected onto him. The delicately manicured lines
of his eyes and brows give him a thoughtful expression and reveal his inner character. His red
lips and matching scarf are a testament to the exuberant, inner quality of his personality that I felt
needed to be captured in this portrait.

Dandy is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “A man unduly devoted to style,
neatness, and fashion in dress and appearance.”, Lexico.com.
17
Flamboyance is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “The tendency to attract
attention because of one's exuberance, confidence, and stylishness.”, Lexico.com.
16

17

Figure 8: Blue Dandy Primping, Oil on paper. 6” x 7”, 2019
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Figure 9: Blue Dandy Preening, Oil on paper. 5” x 8”, 2019

Flamboyance is often a quality associated with queerness, but more specifically
homosexual men. In this way, I saw the dandy as a symbol for my experience of queerness as a
youth and how it was an inescapable quality of my identity. Here (Figure 9) I conceived the
subject of the dandy figurine as more statue-like to root and solidify him as a figure I identified
with my past self. Instead of the very human expression in Blue Dandy Primping (Figure 8) that
19

seeks connection with the viewer, this face is blank and nearly featureless. I chose to do this as
an invitation for the viewer to project themselves onto the character as a vehicle for embodiment.
I kept the red background flat and vibrant so that it could shine through him, almost
overpowering or possessing him, to further emphasize his ability to function as a vessel. His
action of primping18 and preening19 is now a ritual frozen in time for others to imagine
themselves enacting. In this piece, he is also an icon that epitomizes the security afforded by the
perception of status, and as someone who has experienced disempowerment, I greatly desire a
similar security.
Socioculturally, the rooster is often a symbol of masculinity, here (Figure 10) his tail is
decorated with blooming flowers. A symbol frequently associated with the beauty ascribed to
femininity, as well as the profession of romantic love when presented as a gift. In presenting the
rooster this way, I transform him from a stereotypical masculine symbol into a queer one that
combines masculine and feminine traits. He also acts as a celebratory romantic offering to the
viewer.

Primp is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “to spend time making minor
adjustments to one's hair, makeup, or clothes.”, Lexico.com.
19
Preen is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “(of a person) devote effort to making
oneself look attractive and then admire one's appearance.”, Lexico.com.
18
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Figure 10: Fabulous Cock 1, Oil on paper. 5” x 7”, 2019

The Matador, in Spanish culture, serves as another symbol of ornate machismo.20 In Cock
Fight 1 (Figure 12) I portray him playing the dominant position when paired with the rooster.
Through his sense of scale and gesture, he communicates his intent to dominate the rooster who
plays the submissive role. By juxtaposing them both with the painted form of delicate, feminine,

Machismo is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “strong or aggressive masculine
pride.” Lexico.com.
20

21

folding lace that forms the base of the composition, I ask my audience to reconsider the
traditional masculinity often connected to these figures.

Figure 11: (left): Fabulous Cocks, Oil on paper. 5” x 7”, 2019
Figure 12: (right): Cock Fight 1, Oil on paper. 6” x 7”, 2019

After making these paintings, I wondered how I could further evolve my cast of
characters and symbols into larger scenes. Ones that would embody my personal narrative and
my desire to empower both myself and those like me. I found answers through solidarity with
contemporary queer artists like Salman Toor.
Toor makes work on the intersections of identity, desire, and childhood memory.
Originally from Pakistan, he currently lives and works in New York city. Like me, he creates
paintings and works on paper that explore imaginative figures and objects. He uses his work as a
22

way of expressing his experiences as a queer person and the effect they have had on his life. To
quote Toor from an ART21 interview:
“Most of these paintings are based on memory or fantasy of memory of having grown up
in a kind of conservative place.”21
When referencing his self-titled “Fag Puddles” (Figure 13) he says,
“They are sort of these heaps of objects and tubular, kind of, body parts…… They are all
sort of fabulous but also sort of pathetic. So I just wanted to use things that, in my
imagination, are personal symbols.”22
He goes on to describe how he never could have imagined, as a child, having the freedom that he
has now as an adult in a less conservative environment.23

Art21, “Salman Toor's Emerald Green | Art21 "New York Close Up"”, November 17, 2021, Interview, 1:15 to
1:22, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXrnwA1z0w0&t=343s.
22
Art21, “Salman Toor's Emerald Green | Art21 "New York Close Up"”, November 17, 2021, Interview, 3:43 to
4:24, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXrnwA1z0w0&t=343s.
23
Art21, “Salman Toor's Emerald Green | Art21 "New York Close Up"”, November 17, 2021, Interview, 1:28 to
7:35, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXrnwA1z0w0&t=343s.
21

23

Figure 13: Salman Toor. Fag Puddle with Candle, Shoe and Belt, Charcoal, ink, and gouache on paper. 11 7/8” x 17
15/16” (30.2 cm x 45.6 cm), 2020 © Salman Toor; Courtesy of the artist and Luhring Augustine, New York.
Image Source: https://luhringaugustine.viewingrooms.com/content/feature/534/artworks-37457-salman-toor-fagpuddle-with-candle-shoe-and-belt-2020/

The kinship I felt with him through his work and words was enlightening. In his
explanation of his figures, he describes aspects that also exist in my characters. They are both
earnest and whimsical, “pathetic” and “fabulous”; there is a multiplicity24 present in them. In the
act of being multiple things at once, they do not conform to societal expectations of being all one
thing or the other. Seeing this common thread between our work, I realized that multiplicity was
an essential element in expressing our experiences as queer people. In doing so, Salman and I
both create autobiographical work on the queer experience.

Multiplicity is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “A large number or variety.”,
Lexico.com.
24

24

These paper paintings began as an exploration of characters, color, and material. They
explored the fragility of my childhood feelings and memories that felt necessary for me to
express. Though they originated from my unique perspective I found, through them, the ability to
unlock others' sense of self and lead them to question their own pasts and relationships to these
characters.
The camaraderie I felt with Toor and his work awakened a shift in how I considered my
past in relation to the future of my work. Shortly before the first wave of the COVID19
pandemic and our eventual isolation, I began to recontextualize the objects that served as
subjects for my paintings. I combined them in arrangements with the paintings themselves to
play with new compositions and narratives (Figure 14). Inspired by the “fantasy of memory” that
Toor mentioned, the objects became impactful as characters in their own way within the
paintings, or independent of them.
Through this process, I came to recognize fantasy as empowering for myself and hoped
that by using it in my work, so would the community of people who share my experiences. I
wrote a few short lines at the time commemorating the importance of this moment:
“The Divine Decadence of Objecthood”
By Author

Moments fade,
but maybe
you will be
Forever Beautiful
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Figure 14: Fragile Things, In progress studio shot, Found objects, oil paint, paper, lace, fabric flowers, satin, gold
leaf. 24” x 24” x 24”, 2019
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CHAPTER 3: LITTLE FRAGILE THINGS
This led to the culmination of my work using thrifted objects. Inspired by my relationship
to the term “damaged goods” and the empowerment I found through fantasy, I took the once
damaged, second-hand store objects and played with their placement and relationships with each
other.
This collection of materials and objects set on a pedestal (Figure 15) is meant to invoke
memory. For me, these items conjure the memories of being a child wandering a secondhand
store, marveling at the fragile, beautiful objects behind a display case or poised on a shelf. By
using these items, I fulfill childhood fantasies of play and enact moments of longing for a love
that would accept and validate me.
For other people, I hoped their associations would play out similar memories of
childhood fantasies or tenderness they associate with these items. I positioned the objects, like
my paintings, so they embody characters born out of my empathy for them and could connect
with viewers. In doing so my composition took form, comprised of smaller narratives. Like a
memory, the bits of narratives presented shift depending on the viewers’ perspective (Figure 16).
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Figure 15: Fragile Things, Found objects, oil paint, paper, lace, fabric flowers, satin, gold gilding, silver leaf, human
hair. 24” x 24” x 24”, 2022
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Figure 16: Eye-level detail shot of Fragile Things, 2022
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The dynamics and definitions of the characters are formed through their interactions and
dependence on one another and how they are perceived by a viewer. For example, the rooster,
Matador, and ballerina shoes (Figure 18) alone function as symbols of idealized masculinity and
femininity. But through my process of altering their appearance and recontextualizing them
together, they highlight the absurdity of their associations to such concepts. In doing so, I wish
for my audience to find them whimsical instruments for a pleasurable viewing experience as they
play with the perceived seriousness of masculinity.
By placing the Matador above the rooster as he unsheathes his sword, reiterates the
interplay of dominant and submissive roles enacted in my painting Cock Fight 1 (Figure 12). The
ribbon bow, another item commonly perceived as feminine25, on top of the Matador and ballerina
shoes next to him obscure his associated machismo brand of masculinity. While he is still the
dominant figure in his relationship to the rooster, he is no longer a figure of traditional
masculinity.

25

Jess Piatigorsky, “Musings: Flowers & Femininity”, Musings, The Floristry, The-floristry.com.
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Figure 17: Detail shot of Fragile Things, 2022
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The motif of the mother reappears in this composition in the form of an angelic Virgin
Mary (Figure 18). Like my painting Mutter (Figure 1), this figure explores the psychological and
emotional distance I feel with her as an idealized mother. She is positioned turned away from the
other characters and specifically, the small angelic child figure. The child presents a flower and
clutches a blanket while sitting next to the rooster with the flower adorned tail feathers (Figure
17) (Figure 18). This figure I especially felt empathy with. The clutching of the blue blanket
draped over his body communicated to me his need for comfort and protection, while the
presentation of a flower signified his desire to make an emotional connection. I positioned him to
look out and point towards The Virgin Mary figure to express my sentimental wish for the love
of a motherly figure that I never experienced. In the act of rejecting this figure, the angelic Mary
does not enact the role of an ideal mother and instead challenges the assumptions and necessity
of this feminine role called “motherhood”.
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Figure 18: Detail shot of Fragile Things, 2022
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Figure 19: Detail shot of Fragile Things, 2022
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Re-examining the memory that was the inspiration for the title of the series, Damaged
Goods, I decided to pay homage to my inner child by giving a lock of my hair as a gesture of
wishing a fond farewell (Figure 19). Making an offering of a piece of my body as a promise of
love to myself. By sharing this love token with my audience, I hope they might take what they
need from these characters and share in the joy of fantasy that I found in creating and playing
with them. Thereby creating trust and communion26 between myself and the audience.
Growing up in foster homes I was never allowed to keep my hair long because it was
perceived as too feminine for a boy. The long lock of my hair included in the work functions as a
symbol of my individuality to wear, style, and use my hair as I see fit regardless of preconceived
notions of a male-presenting person with long hair. This was a full circle moment for me.
By wishing painful memories “farewell” and not goodbye, I recognize my need for them
to continue existing within me. Through this act, I open possibilities for my present self to exist
in the future. This is still something that I am discovering the full gravity of and considering
within the context of my artistic practice.
In this regard, I found guidance in the poem “Letting Go” by Gloria Anzaldúa27.
Anzaldúa had many roles and I think she would appreciate being remembered as such. She was a
renowned author, theorist, and poet and identified as a Chicana, a feminist, and queer person.
Her writings dug deep into her psychological reflections and personal experiences.

Communion is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “The sharing or exchanging of
intimate thoughts and feelings, especially on a mental or spiritual level.”, Lexico.com.
27
Gloria Anzaldúa,. "Letting Go," Borderlands La Frontera: The New Mestiza, First Edition (San Francisco: aunt
lute books , 1987) 164 - 165.
26
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As a queer person and as someone who grapples with feeling uncomfortable in my own
skin and the spaces I inhabit, I interpret her poem as a meditation on the fluid state of identity. It
also serves as a call to self-actualize inner, repressed feelings and manifest personal truth:
“Letting Go”
By Gloria Anzaldúa

It’s not enough
deciding to open.
You must plunge your fingers
into your navel, with your own two hands
split open,
spill out the lizards and horned toads
the orchids and the sunflowers,
turn the maze inside out.
Shake it.
Yet, you don’t quite empty.
Maybe a green phlegm
hides in your cough.
You may not even know
that it’s there until a knot
grows in your throat
and turns into a frog.
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It tickles a secret smile
on your palate
full of tiny orgasms.
But sooner or later
it reveals itself.
The green frog indiscreetly croaks.
Everyone looks up.
It’s not enough
opening once.
Again you must plunge your fingers
into your navel, with your two hands
rip open,
drop out dead rats and cockroaches
spring rain, young ears of corn.
Turn the maze inside out.
Shake it.
This time you must let go.
Meet the dragon’s open face
and let the terror swallow you.
-You dissolve in its saliva
-no one recognizes you as a puddle
-no one misses you
37

-you aren’t even remembered
and the maze isn’t even
of your own making.
You’ve crossed over.
And all around you space.
Alone. With nothingness.
Nobody’s going to save you.
No one’s going to cut you down,
cut the thorns thick around you.
No one’s going to storm
the castle walls nor
kiss awake your birth,
climb down your hair,
nor mount you
on the white steed.
There is no one who
will feed the yearning.
Face it. You will have
to do, do it yourself.
And all around you, a vast terrain.
Alone. With night.
Darkness you must befriend if
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you want to sleep nights.
It’s not enough
Letting go twice, three times,
a hundred. Soon everything is
dull, unsatisfactory.
Night’s open face
interests you no longer.
And soon, again, you return
to your element and
like a fish to the air you come to the open
only between breathings.
But already gills
grow on your breasts.
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CHAPTER 4: GRACE, WHAT IS THERE TO FALL FROM?
After reading Anzaldúa’s poem, I felt a deep companionship with her and her exploration
of herself. Practically all of my life I identified as a gay man even though I sometimes felt my
idea of gender was more fluid. I also occasionally experienced attraction to people who
identified or presented28 as not singularly male. I was simply checking the box of “gay man”
with which I fit most of the time and with people I felt I identified best. I didn’t want to be an
outlier in an already othered group of people, but as an adult I grew comfortable with my more
complex identity. For this reason, I have always preferred the freedom of not requiring a label
and I felt a sense of peace reading Anzaldúa describing a similar struggle.
Inspired by the poem “Letting Go” and its usage of allegory to describe the examination
of self, I began to conceive of the next body of work. Like my series Damaged Goods and
Fragile Things, I wanted to reflect on my life in a way for others to consume. This led me to
make further offerings of myself, my thoughts, and my feelings so that others might reflect on
what relationships shaped them and their idealizations of love and self. I aim for the fantastic29
nature of this work to engage its recipients personally through the emotions stirred by
imagination, or past histories with similar imagery. Since allegories contain hidden meaning, I
saw their usage as a perfect way to depict my experiences of queerness and intimacy.

Gender presentation is defined by sjwiki.org as “one's outward appearance, body language, and general behavior
as categorized under the gender binary by society.”, Sjwiki.org.
29
Fantastic is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “imaginative or fanciful; remote
from reality.”, Lexico.com.
28
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We, queer people, live in a heteronormative world that is not designed by or for us to
express our inner selves without fear of repercussion.30 We live hidden lives that are rich with
internal dialogue and discovery. Therefore, we are always revealing new aspects about who we
are and who we desire to be. Yet, we are all innately judged by our bodies and the way they are
perceived by other people and for queer people, this can create a disconnect from our bodies.
However, the body is also a vehicle of experiencing the world, intimacy, and pleasure; this is
why I am a figurative artist. My greatest experiences of love and camaraderie have been with the
people in which I was intimately engaged. So while the body is something that restricts my inner
self from being seen, using and transforming the body into new characters through art allows my
inner dialogue with myself to be revealed.
The need to express my inner life drove me to return to religious imagery and symbolism
that was prevalent in my childhood. Using this imagery, I created visual allegories in order to
explore how it is experienced by queer people who might have grown up in similar
environments. In doing so, I hoped to uplift queer people and themes of queer intimacy by
depicting them in ways that borrow from fantasy, mythology, Biblical narratives, and visual
traditions associated with that imagery.
Color and flowing forms are components of pleasure and beauty in this series. I wanted to
experiment and push the limits of color to make the theme of intimacy part of the making
process. To this end, I turned to dry pastel as a medium because of its intense color and ability to
impart a sense of physical touch. Being a nearly pure form of mineralized pigment in stick, dust,
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Jojanneke van der Toorn, Ruthie Pliskin, Thekla Morgenroth. Not quite over the rainbow: the unrelenting and
insidious nature of heteronormative ideology, Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences, Volume 34, 2020, 160-165,
Doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2020.03.001.
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and pencil form, the strength of color in pastel is, in my opinion, unbeatable compared to any
other medium. As an artistic tool, pastels have the unique ability to act as a drawing and painting
medium simultaneously. They can be both soft and hard, preserve the slightest, most delicate
sense of touch and the intensity of a hard edge or the passionate flurry of quick, successive mark
making. I found them essential and forgiving in my efforts to make imagery inspired by my
intimate experiences and desires for empathy and power.
The first piece in my series of pastels is called Fallen Angel (Figure 20). I created a figure
that radiated protective energy for those who I felt needed supernatural31 intervention. The
allegorical nature of this piece lay in its usage of symbols and emotive intensity. I did not want to
indicate much beyond the direct gaze of the angelic figure. I wanted his expressive eyes to
communicate the power of his defiance. The action of having stayed a blade further illustrated
the act of defiance as well as the need he felt to protect himself or something important to him. I
Restricted the scene in this piece to only these factors to make the need for care and camaraderie
among vulnerable, othered people its priority.
My partner was the model for the character, and his appearance was inspired by the story
of the angel outside the Garden of Eden who safeguards it with a flaming sword. The title for this
piece comes from the moniker given to angelic figures who go against the rule of God. The first,
according to Christian oral tradition, was Lucifer. After his fall he became the Biblical Devil and
is often associated, almost exclusively, with the term “fallen angel”32. By combining a powerful,

Supernatural is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “(of a manifestation or event)
attributed to some force beyond scientific understanding or the laws of nature.”, Lexico.com.
32
Fallen angel is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “(in Christian, Jewish, and
Muslim tradition) an angel who rebelled against God and was cast out of heaven.”, Lexico.com.
31
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“flaming”33 guardian angel and the narrative of the Devil as one who is damned because he
stands against a controlling patriarchy, I intentionally injected the figure with a queer perspective
on this symbolism.

Flaming is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “derogatory•informal
(of a gay man) having a manner or appearance regarded as stereotypically homosexual.”, Lexico.com.
33
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Figure 20: Fallen Angel, Pastel on paper. 13” x 17”, 2021

After utilizing the image of my partner, I thought about how my past experiences with
intimacy could be used in my work. Tangled Thorns (Figure 21) is an allegorical representation
of the precariousness and delicacy within romantic entanglements, most specifically, codependent ones, and those who share such a relationship are like these roses. I depicted the forms
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of the roses as so reliant on each other for support, that if one were to collapse, it would take the
other with it. They wrap around each other so intricately that it is difficult to see where one rose
ends and the other begins. I wanted the pointed thorns, the sleek, sensuous stems, curling leaves,
and dripping rose bud, to lead the viewer to consider how pleasure and pain can intermingle
through the mix of physical and emotional dependence.
Technically, I achieved this mixture of physicality and emotion through my usage of
flowing lines and twisting forms. This linear quality is called “Figura Serpentinata”, the
serpentine figure34, it is a classical technique used to accentuate the duality of drama and grace
present in contorting, spiraling, and/or elongated forms. This is a typical style of Mannerism35
but has been employed by many artists throughout history to various effects. In Carol Ockman’s
book, Ingres’s Eroticized Bodies: Retracing The Serpentine Line, Ockman described that the
serpentine line, while erotic, is also grotesque. As a woman who analyzed the feminine forms
painted by Ingres, Ockman found that this duality can be pleasurable. While she referred to the
elongated, fluid form of his figures as an “abjection” she stated:

the dual repulsion and attraction characterizing the abject can provide the force for
images that resist disempowering constructions of female sexuality. As I have argued, in
that resistance lies the power to shock and to give pleasure.36

The pleasurability derived from these forms can then become empowering when the gaze of the
audience is sympathetic, and through my usage of serpentine forms I hoped to empower those
who experience intimacy similar to me.
“Figura serpentinata”, Glossary, The National Gallery, Nationalgallery.org.uk.
“Figura serpentinata”, Glossary, The National Gallery, Nationalgallery.org.uk.
36
Carol Ockman, “Backbone”, Ingres’s Eroticized Bodies: Retracing The Serpentine Line (Yale University Press
New Haven and London, 1995) 145.
34
35
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Figure 21: Tangled Thorns, Pastel on paper. 13” x 17”, 2022

Considering the serpentine figure and intimacy, I approached this next piece as a
sensually charged death scene. In Vermillion Bird Shot in Flight (Figure 22), I conceived a
fabulous birdman shot through the wing, gazing out at the viewer as he fell to the ground, as an
allegory for relationships that end because of a betrayal of trust. The birdman is an amalgam of
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an angel, a harpy37, and the fashionable dandy that appeared in some of my previous work. By
combining these references, I depicted his queerness through the multiplicity that he embodies.
Further inspiration came from rendering him as a combination of the likenesses of my partner
and myself to depict intimacy as the merging of two people. To illustrate this exploration further,
I used only shades of reds and pinks to charge the image with the romantic passion and violence
that can exist simultaneously within an intense relationship, especially when a betrayal occurs.

Harpy is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “(Greek Mythology Roman
Mythology) A rapacious monster described as having a woman's head and body and a bird's wings and claws or
depicted as a bird of prey with a woman's face.”, Lexico.com.
37
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Figure 22: Vermillion Bird Shot in Flight, Pastel on paper. 13” x 17”, 2022

The delicate nature of trust that I relate to the fear of pain and the promise of pleasure is
also referenced in my next piece. An allegorical depiction of the concept of Christian faith38, A

Faith is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “strong belief in God or in the
doctrines of a religion, based on spiritual apprehension rather than proof”, Lexico.com.
38
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Test (Figure 23) is a rumination on all the hard times in my life an authority figure said “it's only
a test” or “God is testing you”. I feel that the trust between two lovers is similar to the faith in a
loving God that always has your best interests at heart. To depict the idea of God testing you, I
considered the story of Moses when God appeared to him in the form of a magical burning bush
whose fire did not consume the bush upon which it burned.39 This miraculous act40 eventually
inspired faith in Moses and through his trust in God he delivered his people to safety.
In A Test (Figure 23), a hand delicately places their fingers over the flame burning atop a
candle in the hope that the flame will not burn their flesh. The light that comes from the flame
strongly illuminates the fingers and they are not depicted shrinking in pain from a burn, similar
to how the magical fire of God did not consume the bush or turn it to ash. In depicting the light
of the flame as a dominant element of the image I illustrate that the flame, instead of burning the
hand, might empower it in some way. Similar to how Moses was empowered by God to perform
miracles by acting through him.41
This piece marked the moment that I began to use yellow as golden light in my work to
illustrate a supernatural or overwhelming experience. This ethereal light emanates from within
the figures or from the existence of something beyond their control and I relate this visually to
the influence of unseen forces like love. I employed this color to function as a symbol of
sacredness that I used to describe the intensity of love and how it can consume, blind, or
overwhelm the physical senses and the sense of self.

“Exodus 3:2”, King James Bible Online, Kingjamesbibleonline.org.
Miraculous is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “occurring through divine or
supernatural intervention, or manifesting such power.”, Lexico.com.
41
“Exodus 7:9”, King James Bible Online, May 11, 2016, Kingjamesbibleonline.org.
39
40
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Figure 23: A Test, Pastel on paper. 13” x 17”, 2022

Allegory of Innocent Love (Figure 24) explores a similar color relationship as A Test
(Figure 23) and continues to explore my conceptualization that love in a relationship is like an
act of faith since both require an establishment of strong trust. In this piece, I explore this theme
from the perspective of someone naïve to the challenges of intimacy. I thought about my
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expectations for the affection I might receive as an adult as opposed to the lack of care I felt in
childhood and how those expectations differed from the reality of my experience. As a child, I
always hoped that after I got out of foster care I would get a chance at a fresh start, and this new
beginning would lead me to someone that could validate and care for me in a way to fill the deep
yearning within me. However, such a relationship was never as simple or idyllic as I imagined.
In Allegory of Innocent Love, I envisioned a force of love that could only grow in
strength over time and the all-consuming nature such a feeling might have. By virtue of its
power, it would be unconditional, perhaps, but also uncompromising. I created the central
character as an expression of my childhood longing who is both empowered and about to be
consumed by the hot pink flames. These flames I depicted clothe him in thigh-high boots and
long opera gloves, but the fire also causes part of his form to melt away and become a part of the
conflagration. Indicating that this force of love, and the trust he feels in it, is so strong that he
loses his ability to differentiate between himself and the intensity of this experience.
He is both child-like and grown-up, part devil, part cherub.42 For me, he is the
embodiment of my sentimentality in my hope for a love that would complete me but ultimately
didn’t exist. I wished to be a favorite child loved by his parents, only to find the fleeting high of
intimacy as an adult. When I created this piece I asked myself questions like: Will this love last?
Will it be beneficial? Will it hurt in the end? But I did not want to make any answers clear.
Instead, I want the image to remain full of contradictory elements that create a defiant depiction
of the nature of love.

Cherub is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “A representation of a cherub in
Western art, depicted as a chubby, healthy-looking child with wings.”, Lexico.com.
42
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Figure 24: Allegory of Innocent Love, Pastel on paper. 13” x 17”, 2022

Center Stage (Figure 25) shows the return of a pink, blooming flower against a cold blue
environment. Here, I wanted to personify the act of romantic gift-giving as well as the anxiety of
being vulnerable and the bravery it takes to connect and share love. The anxiety of the moment is
represented by the fast, diagonal mark-making of the background that also gives form to the
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spotlight shining onto the flower. The bravery of the gesture on behalf of the gift giver is echoed
in the confident, popping pink coloration shared between the hand and the bloom. This piece is
an expression of tender love yearning to be memorialized, more specifically, between queer
people whose open expressions of love are seldom recognized or celebrated.

Figure 25: Center Stage, Pastel on paper. 13” x 17”, 2021
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Carnivorous Lover (Like a Puddle Through Your Fingers) (Figure 26) is a successor to
Allegory of Innocent Love (Figure 24). I wanted to visually recall certain moments in Anzaldúa’s
poem that struck personal chords within me, such as, “you dissolve in the dragon’s saliva… no
one recognizes you as a puddle”. The flowing textures and cool, blue and green coloration of this
piece visually relate it to water and the shifting movement of a fluid. This fluid-like quality of the
figure’s body references the transformative state of identity, both in gender and sexuality, that I
gleaned from the poem. The dissolving of self and the act of becoming a puddle is embodied by
the main character of the piece who is derived, again, from the figural combination of myself and
my partner.
Further inspiration for this piece is taken from the Greek myth of Ganymede.43 The story
goes that a young, beautiful man, Ganymede, was so desired by the king of the Gods, Zeus, that
he kidnapped him. Zeus took the form of a gigantic eagle in order to carry Ganymede back with
him to Olympus where he would serve the God as both lover and cupbearer for all eternity. For
his service and subservience, Ganymede was rewarded with immortality and was turned into the
constellation of Aquarius,44 which also happens to be the zodiac sign of my partner.
The story serves, not only as an important mythological representation of the romantic
desire a man experiences for another man but also the predatory nature of Zeus. The lack of
consent from Ganymede has always struck an uncomfortable chord with me reminding me of my
romantic experiences in college. Unfortunately, I did have encounters with partners that were
ultimately deceitful or selfish with their love. They were not honest or considerate towards me in

43
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“Ganymede”, Greek Mythology, Britannica.com
Kyle Thomas, “Are you an Aquarius? Here’s everything you need to know about your zodiac sign”, NYPost.com.
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terms of what I wanted as an individual and, ultimately, it felt as if I was being seen as
something to possess. For a long time, these experiences caused me to have strong reservations
about allowing myself to be vulnerable and it was these feelings that I wanted to inject into this
piece.
The dissolution of this character as he is enraptured by the wings of the figure above and
behind him is a metaphor for how a selfish love, or a toxic relationship, can consume you to the
point that you lose yourself in it. The flower dangled in front of the protagonist’s face acts dually
as an angler’s lure and as a promise of tender care. As it is presented, the flower distracts the
protagonist from the body of the fantastical being that is in the act of consuming him. This is a
piece I intended to serve as a cautionary tale about the double-edged sword of an intimate
relationship. That they can be transformative and pleasurable, but they can also be dangerous.
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Figure 26: Carnivorous Lover (Like a Puddle Through Your Fingers), Pastel on paper. 24” x 32”, 2022
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CHAPTER 5: FACES OF GOD IN THE BLACKLIGHT RAINBOW
My choice to fully abandon naturalistic color in my pastels came from my desire to keep
inclusivity45 as a founding principle of their world and narratives. Instead of the heteronormative,
white bodies celebrated in classical and religious paintings, my pastel works show bodies and
scenes comprised of vibrant, rich, symbolic pigments. These colors reference many things, fire,
water, nature, light, darkness, emotion, but perhaps most importantly they recall the rainbow
pride flag and its continuous mission to strive for inclusivity and representation among the queer
community. Rejecting realistic colors in favor of an imagined, symbolic color palette, I hope that
a broader variety of people can feel some part of themselves reflected in my work.
My color choices are further inspired by the neons that you find in nightclubs. Colors you
only see as a result of overlaid, colorful stage lighting and blacklights within sites of queer
nightlife and revelry. The sanctity found inside of them once felt untouchably liberating and
euphoric, until it was violated on the night of June 12, 2016, by the assault on Pulse Nightclub.
Forty-nine queer people and allies lost their lives because of the continued hatred against
queerness and the community at large. This attack that was perpetrated against a local gay club
in my home city forever altered the perception of safety that I associated with those spaces.
This shift in my perception of safety reminded me of José Esteban Muñoz’s Utopia’s
Seating Chart. The content of which relates to the possibilities of expressing queerness following
the events of the Stonewall Riots. The Stonewall Riots, also called the Stonewall Uprising 46,

Inclusivity is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “the practice or policy of
providing equal access to opportunities and resources for people who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized,
such as those having physical or mental disabilities or belonging to other minority groups.”, Lexico.com.
46
“Stonewall riots”, Events, Britannica.com.
45
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were a series of demonstrations protesting the mistreatment of the LGBTQ community. The riots
began on June 28, 1969, following a violent police raid on the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in
Greenwich Village, New York City. Demonstrations went on for several days and as they
progressed, the first international gay rights movement was born.47
That first night of rebellion brought about a revolution whose outcomes still reverberate
through our community today. Many queer people risked bodily harm, exposure, and
incarceration because they could not take being treated like society’s dirty little secrets anymore.
They wanted the right to live their lives freely and openly. Even though today we are still
fighting to be heard, seen, respected, and protected, that event catalyzed the potential for what
Muñoz describes as “Queer Utopia”.48 I wondered, could such a thing as a “Queer Utopia” truly
exist in a world so anathema49 to the existence of queer people?
The destruction of spaces intended to provide joy and safety for LGBTQ people reminds
us all that queer lives remain in constant threat, despite the existence of “safe spaces". In using
neon colors as references to the power of these hidden, once utopic spaces, my aim is to
safeguard them. Despite the continuous hate motivated attacks queer people endure historically
and contemporarily.
The need for protection, power, and visibility, as well as a call to communion through art,
are central themes shared by the work of Naudline Pierre. Pierre is a Black, queer artist living
and working in New York city. Her work draws from her background as the child of a minister

“Stonewall riots”, Events, Britannica.com.
Muñoz, “Utopia’s Seating Chart”.
49
Anathema is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “1. Something or someone that
one vehemently dislikes. 2. A formal curse by a pope or a council of the Church, excommunicating a person or
denouncing a doctrine.”, Lexico.com
47
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and from the imagery of the Renaissance and Mannerist period/style. However, her imagery does
not tell the stories of the Bible, as was the primary function of those kinds of historical religious
paintings. Instead, her work communicates the need for protection and caring amid sympathetic
figures. She depicts emotionally charged, colorful scenes full of implied danger. To quote a
Prospect.5 article on Pierre’s work (Figure 27):
Naudline Pierre’s paintings employ rich and rigorous worldbuilding to imagine
transcendent spaces for community and self. To view her work is to enter a realm ruled
by supernatural forces. Suffused with rich color, Pierre’s vibrant worlds accommodate
the pleasures and torments of her predominantly femme protagonists as they vie for
power, connect with one another, and seek refuge. Pierre’s largest painting to date, Don’t
You Let Me Down, Don’t You Let Me Go brims with fiery winged figures resembling the
harpies of classical mythology. Related but distinct moments sit side-by-side within this
ethereal scene. For the first time in Pierre’s work, the central protagonist, who represents
the artist’s alter ego, appears twice, suggesting both the complex inner lives of the figures
and the mutable passage of time. The composition features figures taking to the cloudladen air and plunging into watery depths, rendered with fine, translucent swirls of
indigo. The overwhelming presence of water and allusions to fire recall the connective
and transcendent qualities of the elemental forces that shape our reality through
experience, movement, ritual, and geography.
Naudline Pierre pulls the threads of the fabric of her religious upbringing and her
personal history to weave evocative, supernatural visual tales in her paintings, which
simultaneously innovate and adhere to the conventions of Western painting traditions.
Pierre’s subjects have a mythological quality and often appear to be in the midst of
action, but her paintings are infused with ambiguity and viewers may be uncertain if the
subjects are arriving or departing, showing affection or engaging in violence, seeking
intimacy or protection. Her work has been included in exhibitions at the Museum of
Contemporary Art Chicago; the Armory Show, New York; and Shulamit Nazarian, Los
Angeles, among others. Pierre’s works are in the permanent collections of the Pérez Art
Museum Miami; Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; Dallas Museum of Art; Nasher
Museum of Art, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina; and the Kemper Museum of
Contemporary Art, Kansas City, Missouri. She earned a BFA from Andrews University,
Berrien Springs, Michigan, and an MFA from the New York Academy of Art. Pierre will
be an artist-in-residence at the Studio Museum in Harlem, New York, through September
1, 202050

50

“Naudline Pierre”, Artists, Prospect.5, Prospect5.org.
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Figure 27: Detail images. Naudline Pierre. Don’t You Let Me Down, Don’t You Let Me Go, Oil on canvas. 96” x
120”, 2021 Installation view: Prospect.5 Yesterday we said tomorrow, 2021–22. Newcomb Art Museum of
Tulane University, New Orleans. Courtesy Prospect New Orleans. Photo: Alex Marks
Image Source https://www.prospect5.org/artists/naudline-pierre

60

The similarity between Pierre’s work and mine is its role to empower and heal both self
and community by depicting a range of characters that visually represent our identities. They
engage with each other in intimate ways while appealing to the need for care and protection, as
well as the freedom and power embodied by the fantastic. Though our identities and
backgrounds are very different, and they reflect differently within our respective work, I believe
our goals are similar.
Pierre’s expansive list of exhibitions allows her work’s recipients to see figures
emblematic of her identity in spaces of power that are often predominately male, white, and
heterosexual51. Similarly, I want my work to occupy spaces of power and status, so my story can
reach people like me and allow them to feel welcomed in aspiring to occupy those spaces as
well. Bearing this in mind, I began the creation of my largest, most ambitious work to date in the
hopes it would serve this purpose
I wanted to tackle a more ambitious composition than my previous pastel pieces. I
wondered, how could I further explore my internal self and express it externally by depicting a
scene? To answer this question, I considered the usage of the serpentine line, its roots in
historical art, and my association with it and visual pleasure. Considering the power of pleasure
as an element of the fantastical scenes I wanted to depict led me to further mine the principles of
Mannerism.
I have always appreciated Mannerist works, but it was only through my deeper research I
realized my attraction could be due to my sense of taste as a queer person. As an undergraduate

Dallas Museum of Art, “Artist Talk: Naudline Pierre”, October 11, 2021, Interview, 25:30 to 28:20,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BrKnJ_Tst8A&t=598s.
51
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student in art history, I was particularly struck by the work of Jacopo Pontormo, like The
Deposition from the Cross.52 Drawn in by its elongated, graceful bodies, strong high chroma
colors, and shallow space I felt as if I was witnessing a flamboyant dance of characters as
opposed to the retelling of Jesus’s death and burial. The focus of the painting seemed to be more
on the viewers’ pleasure in witnessing the whirling motion of the figures, the intensity of their
colors, the drama of their costumed drapery, and the delicacy of their expressions and gestures.
The vagueness of the Biblical narrative also intrigues me because it opens up the piece to
the possibilities of interpretation. By neglecting to give much information about the narrative of
the scene, Pontormo forces any interested viewer to fully examine the piece for meaning by
decoding the interaction of emotions and the characters at play. In this fashion of forcing
engagement on the part of the viewer, there is a deeper appeal to the intimacy between artwork
and audience. Through an intimate view of the work, someone might feel empathy for these
characters and the melodrama they enact. The restriction of information to allow space for
interpreting imagery is something I did in previous work, but not at the scale or intensity I now
wished to enact.
Contemplating Pontormo’s Deposition and Mannerism as a style that subverted the
religious priorities of the Renaissance, I conceived my latest works titled Transfiguration53
(Figure 28) and Fear Not (Figure 29). In them, I depict scenes full of personal symbolism and
religious motifs to illustrate the awakening of self. The narrative of Transfiguration is embodied
by the figures and their relationships with one another. I intended for the three foreground figures
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Pontormo, The Deposition from the Cross, Wikimedia.org.
Transfiguration is defined by Merriam-Webster as “1. a change in form or appearance : metamorphosis. 2. an
exalting, glorifying, or spiritual change.”, Merriam-webster.com
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to be seen as the same person going through the stages of a transformation. In the scene, they
operate as separate characters locked in their own drama but, by using the same color scheme
and textures to render them, I imply that they are one figure at different moments in time. The
figure on the right, who is being chased from somewhere outside the confines of the image with
a fiery red and yellow-tinged pitchfork, (Figure 30) represents the beginning stage of the
metamorphosis. Proceeding into the middle figure whose hair the first figure entangles with their
fingers (Figure 31) and ending with the larger figure rising out of the blue, watery void on the
left. This progression was intended to show the movement from oppressed figures into an
actualized and fulfilled figure and call for empathy for others that feel the same.
Similar to the figures in my smaller pastels and in Carnivorous Lover (Like a Puddle
Through Your Fingers) (Figure 26), these figures come from the imagined intersections of
myself and my partner. In these newer works, I saw the intimate act of combining our forms as a
subversion of the term “abomination” that certain people ascribed to queer desire. To quote
Leviticus 18:22 from the King James Bible: “Thou shalt not lie with mankind, as with
womankind: it is abomination.”54
I further characterized these figures through a mixture of traditional signifiers that
describe a character as “good” or “evil” in Biblical art. Identifiers like feathered wings, flowing
hair, and golden light are synonymous with angels and the benevolence of God’s order 55, while
horns (Figure 32), serpentine tails, clawed hands (Figure 29), and feet (Figure 30) suggest a

“Leviticus 18:22”, King James Bible Online, May 11, 2016, Kingjamesbibleonline.org.
Therese Martin, “The Development of Winged Angels in Early Christian Art”, Espacio, Tiempo y Forma,
Historia del Arte, 2001, 11.
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malevolent alignment with demons and the Devil56. Instead of using these qualities to
differentiate moral heroes from villains, I use them to disrupt the reading of these characters as
one or the other. Mixing the traditional emblems that define the dichotomy of good versus evil,
exalted versus disgraced, my figures embrace the label of “abomination” that religious
authorities so often applied to queerness in my youth. In doing so, I allow my characters to
generate their own power by defying the righteousness dictated by religious precedence and
forge their own identities as divine.
Reminiscent of Fallen Angel57(Figure 20) the swords in Transfiguration (Figure 29) and
Fear Not (Figure 30) are symbols of strength and the need for protection. In Transfiguration, I
positioned the figure brandishing the blade higher than the others and holding his weapon in a
defensive stance to indicate a readiness to fight. By representing the sword in a vertical position,
it also becomes a phallus58 which, when placed in the context of blacklight rainbow bodies
representative of queerness, it serves as a symbol for the desire these characters feel and how it is
deemed forbidden by the patriarchal systems I seek to resist. This figure brandishing his blade
represents the rejection and discrimination that is endured by the LGBTQ community and by
visually charging the image with this meaning I aim to motivate the community to support,
cherish, and protect the members of its flock.

All About History. “What Does the Devil Look like? 8 Historical Images of Satan.” LiveScience. December 9,
2021. Livescience.com.
57
Fallen angel is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “(in Christian, Jewish, and
Muslim tradition) an angel who rebelled against God and was cast out of heaven.”, Lexico.com.
58
Phallus is defined by Lexico Dictionaries, powered by Oxford Languages, as “an image or representation of an
erect penis”, Lexico.com.
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Figure 28: Transfiguration, Pastel on paper. 72” x 63”, 2022
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Figure 29: Detail shot of Transfiguration, 2022
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Figure 30: Detail shot of Transfiguration, 2022
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In Fear Not (Figure 31) I used myself as the model for the central figure. I felt it was
appropriate to approach this work as a self-portrait to highlight the importance of me authoring
my own narratives. The figure is not a literal recreation of my likeness, but somewhere inbetween reality and the world of my imagination. The title of the piece comes from Biblical
narratives that involve angels as divine messengers that converse with humans. From the
Christian perspective, the forms of angels are considered so awe-inspiring and difficult to
comprehend that they can inspire intense, fearful reactions to them59. To reassure the beholders
of their visage that they come bearing good news, the angels tell them to “fear not” before
communicating the prophecy of a powerful destiny that is bestowed on them. It is the message of
comfort and the hope for power that I wanted to convey with this piece.
I depicted the figure revealing their heart as a gesture of vulnerability and trust toward the
viewer. Responding to the gesture of opening oneself up to others, I rendered my face as a mix of
amusement and thoughtfulness. I imagined this “self” would feel both pleasure and power at this
moment and I communicated that through their fluidic body which pulses and undulates
outwardly like lava from their exposed heart. I wanted this organic movement of the body to
suggest the potential to shapeshift that I felt inherent to a celestial figure; one who is angelic and
demonic, at once encompassing both ends of a binary view of positive and negative, and neither
at the same time. I depicted the gaze of the figure pointed downward, toward their own body and
the rose that blooms at their feet. With eyes nearly closed, they are reflecting inwardly (Figure
32).
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Luke 1:12 KJV, King James Bible Online, Kingjamesbibleonline.org.
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The combination of tenderness and strength is echoed in the gesture of the wings towards
the rose. Unlike the roses in Tangled Thorns (Figure 21), this rose has no thorns to protect the
sanctity of its bloom and no partner for support, so the wings and feathers of the sympathetic
figure reach to cradle the delicate rose. In the process, they almost resemble hands. A similar
gesture is present in the hands of the figure as they clutch their breast to expose and accentuate
the wounded heart. The blood depicted drips from the heart’s open wound, touches the figure's
body, and collects near the navel (Figure 32) before dripping onto the rose, whose bloom is the
same red as the heart and blood that nourishes it. The rose symbolizes my desire to convert my
experiences into something beautiful that I can share with my community. Its purpose is to uplift
and celebrate life and love in the hope that it can redeem suffering through communion.
The flower that appears above the figure's head is an imagined one (Figure 32). Partway
between a pansy, a flower associated with my birthday, and an orchid, a flower associated with
my partner’s birthday. I viewed this combination like my previous combinations of our
likenesses as an exploration of a partnership as if it were the literal intertwining of our lives and
our beings. In this act of imaginative combination, the flower functions as a symbol of the ideal
love that I strive to create and maintain. It reminds me that even though I bear flaws, scars, and
imperfections partially attributed to my past, I should not give in to despair or stop reaching for
something better. This flower is meant to inspire viewers that sympathize with my figure to
aspire to similar forms of salvation through the enactment of personal ideals and fantasies.
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Figure 31: Fear Not, Pastel on paper. 72” x 63”, 2022
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Figure 32: Detail shot of Fear Not, 2022
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CONCLUSION
In the process of making my work, I find a depth of personal meaning, but my ultimate
goal is to create a welcoming space for others to take what solidarity or strength they need from
it. Those whose life stories share elements of my experiences, my history, and my identity are
most able to empathize with my work. The feelings of freedom and love I wish I could have
experienced in my youth; I now do my utmost to provide for others in order to create
opportunities for communion. By making an offering of myself, my feelings, thoughts, and
experiences I invite people to take what they need to feel seen and fulfilled in some way.
Disenfranchised people have a right to validation and should feel the freedom to see themselves
everywhere and in every aspect of the world, even if authoritarian systems of power dictate
otherwise.
As the author of these works, I understand the original function of the histories that I am
pulling from. I make references to imagery or symbols but remove or subvert their original
contexts to challenge their original intentions, create new ones, and tell the story of my life. I see
this practice as akin to writing poetry or deciphering mythology because they all employ visual
language in some form. They invoke pictures in the mind and ask the receivers of their language
to interpret or find personal meaning as it relates to their lives. They provide moments of
individual validation, empowerment, and the solidarity of shared experiences within a
community by providing glimpses into worlds where anything is possible.
Through my practice, I have given myself the freedom to feel things in the moment. I can
be whatever I need to be when I need it. To be more masculine, or more feminine, or some selfprescribed balance of both, when it is needed. I give myself permission to feel angry, indignant,
72

and sad about my past, while also feeling the happiness of nostalgia when it suits me. The
combination or negation of any and all these things is not a crisis of the self but instead
authenticity. In this fashion, my work allows me to exercise the need to exist as many things at
once or different things at different times.
Understanding these personal truths and manifesting them is important in the formation
of my queer identity. To exist outside of the rigidity of gender and sexuality is the end to which
queer people and queer art strive, but we cannot exist in a vacuum. We may never be free from
the histories or the power struggles that work to contain and define us, but life would be pointless
if we did not defy and attempt to subvert their influence over us.
To re-quote José Esteban Muñoz’s ‘Utopia’s Seating Chart.’ “...rather than being static
and fixed, the past does things. It is in this very way that the past is performative.” It is colored
and acted out when being remembered and exists as a kind of projection within the mind’s eye. It
may never take a solid, easy-to-digest form but in this fluid state, it can challenge expectations of
conformity, facilitate necessary transformations, and be used to question and actualize individual
ideals. The identities we form in its wake are constantly dissolving and reshaping along with it.
Just like in life there are no clear answers. It is a journey not a destination, but a journey that can
be supported by the lives and actions of those who came before and of those who walk alongside
us.
As for the future of my practice, I will continue to create and stand in solidarity with my
fellow queer artists, like Naudline Pierre and Salman Toor, to explore and express the
potentiality of figuration and personal fantasy.
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